THE beginnings of Chinese medicine go back far beyond the range of s-uthentic history. In fact, tradition connects them with the earliest legends of the race. The Chinese themselves have never supposed that their first forefathers migrated from abroad; nor is there, despite contrary theories, sufficient evidence to discredit the immemorial belief that the cradle of the
nation was a territory represented by the modern provinces of Shensi and Kansu in the north-west of China. So we have to turn to China itself for the birth of the Chinese art of healing. Yet the literature of the subject is permeated with myth and legend, and the task of sifting fact from fancy is impossible. Accordingly the term "Ancient China" in the title of this paper is meant to include the shadowy past long before strictly historical times, and the period goes down to the fall of the Han Dynasty; in other words, the survey begins some 5,000 years ago and ends at the third century of our era.
The earliest mythical rulers of China figure in popular esteem as the cultureheroes of the race. As the first of these pioneers of civilization, the Emperor Fu Hsi naturally takes his place as one of the patron saints of medicine. His successor on the throne, Sh6n Nung, is more closely associated with the beginnings of the art of healing. He is chiefly noted as the originator of agriculture, a tradition indicated by his name, which may be rendered " Divine Husbandman." One of his activities was an investigation into the medicinal properties of plants, and there are legends of him trying them all on his own person till he had proved which were poisonous and which were useful for the treatment of disease. The results of his experiments are supposed to -be recorded in a Herbal which is called after him. The third of the great culture-heroes is the Yellow Emperor, and most of the fundamental achievements of civilized man which are not attributed to the other two are assigned to him. Probably the oldest medical treatise extant is one connected with the Yellow Emperor, as its title denotes: Huang Ti nei ching. It may have taken written form several centuries B.C., after having passed in oral currency for unknown ages.
From the fabulous reigns of Fu Hsi, Sh6n Nung and the Yellow Emperor there is a stretch of some fifteen centuries before historical times are reached.
During this long period the primitive patriarchal structure of society gradually JA-EP 1 [October 26, 1923. became organized into a feudal system. Men of sufficient worth were enfeoffed with domains, and in return they owed allegiance and rendered aid, when required, to the Son of Heaven who ruled over the dominant State. Thus China, consisted of a large number of principalities, and, though each was independent except for its feudal obligations, the social fabric of the larger ones was based on that of the suzerain State. At the end of the twelfth century B.C., the ducal house of Chou rose to imperial dignity. It is an important point in Chinese history. For one reason it marks the beginnings of a truly wonderful code regulating the machinery of Government. This book still exists under the title of "The Chou Ritual" (Chou 1i), and it enables us to study most minutely Chinese civilization during the last eight and a half centuries of the Feudal Period, i.e., till 246 B.C. More than that, it gives us insight into the national institutions even down to the establishment of the Republic, eleven years ago; for the standards laid down in it have always been venerated by the race as providing perfect models for guidance in official and social life. Though the authorship of the book is traditionally ascribed to the actual founder of the dynasty of Chou, who died in 1231, it is unlikely that he himself drew up more than its outline. Doubtless it received many additions and modifications during the long rule of the house of Chou.
The Chou Ritual contains a detailed account of the State medical service, comprising five departments, under the control of the Prime Minister or " Officer of Heaven." The first of these five was what we may perhaps term the Ministry of Health, presided overby a chief medical officer (i-shih) whose staff numbered thirty. His functions were to supervise medical practice and pharmacy throughout the State, and himself to treat the Emperor and high officials. At the end of each year he put his medical officers through an examination as to their success or failure in treating their patients, and he adjusted their rank (and presumably also their pay) accordingly.
Then there was a department, with a personnel -of eight, charged with treating the maladies of the common people. Their functions seem to have been mainly clinical, but one of their duties was to send a certificate to the chief medical officer showing the cause whenever a death occurred.
Another separate medical department was that concerned with abscesses, ulcers and other septic conditions. Among the medicaments used by its. members was a group called Five Poisons (wu tit) which appear to have been antiseptics of a rather drastic kind. They cannot be identified with certainty; but probably they included cinnabar, realgar, green vitriol, and loadstone.
According to a commentator, they were heated together in an earthenwa e crucible for three days and nights. Fumes arising therefrom were caught on a bunch of feathers with which the lesion was brushed. Probably among the compounds deposited on the feathers were the sulphides of mercury and arsenic. Evidently the mixture was corrosive: for the commentator states that the septic tissues came away, leaving a healthy wound which afterwards was suitably dressed.
The fourth department was a small but important one. It was composed of two medical officers charged with supervision of the imperial dietary. Last there comes the Veterinary Department, and it interests us chiefly because its members are recorded to have practised surgery to the extent of opening abscesses.
This elaborate State medical service, which existed during the Chou period from about 1100 to 300 B.C., had in its establishment no less than twenty-eight fully qualified medical officers, if we include the four doctors of the Veterinary Department. It is to be noted that the organization belonged only to, one of the many States composing China in those days. It was the dominant State over which the Son of Heaven reigned, and it served as model for the constitution of the other States. Hence some of them probably had medical services imitating that of the Chou. A computation of the entire population of China during the period is difficult; but a rough estimate puts it at two or three millions for 1000 B.C., and approximately at fourteen millions towards the end of the Feudal Period. A guess may therefore plausibly be made that the personnel of the official medical services of ancient China, in proportion to the population, far outnumbered the medical staffs of our Local Government Board or Ministry of Health.
In any account of the State medical organization of the Chou, mention of two other departments should not be omitted. They comprised the court wizards and the court exorcists. The former represented the world-wide primitive religion called Shamanism. The latter were the outcome of a general belief, not confined to China, attributing disease to the malevolent agency of demons. Official exorcists were provided to fight, destroy or scare away the evil spirits. Naturally they came under the control of the Minister for War. Though pestilence-hunting processions died out about the end of the ninth century as a State ceremonial, they still take place in some parts of the country, or at any rate they did so until recently.
Animistic beliefs often resulted in medical practice being mixed up with exorcism in some form. To give a few typical examples: therapeutic treatment was carried out by means of fire, swords, mirrors, charms and spells, or with medicines made from tigers, cocks, and peach trees.
What was the standard of qualification and status of medical men in ancient China ? There can be little doubt that the healiDg art was learnt by apprenticeship and by the acquisition of approved prescriptions-methods of obtaining proficiency generally recognized in China up to the present day. One is forced to the conclusion that the status of a doctor in ancient China was a poor one; in fact, no better than it has been in less remote times. Confucius himself is reported to have spoken of doctors in a disdainful way. And there is an illuminating passage in the Li chi (a similar book to the Chou li) which classes doctors with a number of others " who professed particular arts for the service of their superiors." The list is as follows: " Prayer-makers, writers, archers, carriage-drivers, doctors, diviners, and artisans."
Allusions to doctors in the ancient classics are scanty, but scantier still are the records of epidemics and prevailing diseases. The earliest undoubted mention of an epidemic refers to one which occurred in 243 B. frequently recorded in the lives of noted physicians, is the acquisition from supernatural sources of magic drugs or books of secret remedies. In this way Pien Ch'iao began his career as the great physician whose fame still flourishes after twenty-four centuries. The science of the pulse is generally said to have originated with him. It is in connexion with his achievements that we first hear of an operation performed under an anaesthetic. The instance is not historical, but the interesting fact remains that several centurieS B.C. an anaesthetic was written about. Some seven and a half centuries passed before another physician, equal in eminence to Pien Ch'iao, arose in China. Hua T'o was one of sixteen magicians and doctors who were attracted to the court of the rebel general Ts'ao Ts'ao at the end of the second century A.D. It is difficult to decide whether he or Pien Ch'iao better deserves to be called the Hippocrates of China. There is a circumstantial account in the dynastic annals of his time describing the use of an anaesthetic by Hua T'o in his surgical operations, and there seems no reason to doubt its trustworthiness. Probably hemp was the drug. The fame that came to Hua T'o following his cure of the general Kuan Yii's arrow wound, brought about his undoing. Ts'ao Ts'ao summoned him to treat his violent headaches. Hua T'o advised trephining under an anesthetic.
What ! " shouted the irascible old soldier, " you wish to kill me." " Your Highness will recall that I successfully scraped Kuan Yii's arm bone," replied the scared surgeon. " The brain is not the arm," retorted Ts'ao Ts'ao, and threw him into prison, where he died. The general himself died soon afterwards from what was probably a cerebral tumour. The Chinese sciences of anatomy and physiology are not based on actual and accurate observations, but owe their existence chiefly to the ingenuity and imagination of theorists. Oriental training and tradition do not lead the mind into channels of scientific investigation such as we follow. Another factor is the firmly-rooted dislike of mutilating human bodies, and in fairness it should be stated that not till ten years ago did anatomical dissection receive governmental sanction.
On the subject of diagnosis it may be said that physical examination beyond that of the pulse has seldom been carried out.
The various forms of medical treatment employed in ancient times may be classed under the following four headings: drugs, diet, acupuncture and physical exercises. Many close parallels are to be found between Chinese pharmacology and ours. There is evidence that acupuncture and the cautery -are very ancient arts. For the great bulk of the medical profession surgical treatment began and ended with acupuncture. An extensive literature is devoted to acupuncture, and no less than 368 spots on the body are recognized as suitable places for performing the operation.
Physical exercises or medical gymnastics go back to a very early date. Their origin has been traced to the legendary Emperor Yii who saved China from a great flood some 4,000 years ago. The story is that moisture and stagnant water were recognized as favouring endemic and epidemic maladies, and therefore, gymnastics and dances were instituted for the maintenance of health. At any-rate a writer of the fourth century B.C. speaks of them as ancient practices.
A bibliography of Chinese medical literature would fill several large volumes. It is enough to mention that treatises on medicine were among -those exempted from destruction at the burning of the books by imperial decree in 212 B.C. We find in the dynastic annals (Ch'ien Han shu), published about the beginning of our era, the titles of thirty-six works then ,extant, and some of them were doubtless very ancient then. These facts are significant, because from them we gather that traditions of leecheraft have been handed down without interruption from the earliest times.
DISCUSSION.
Dr. R. J. REECE (President) said that all present must realize the great difficulty that -aced Dr. Yetts when he attempted to condense into the confines of a paper that could be read before this Section an account of pestilence and leecheraft in Ancient China. The labour must have been very great and it would not be lessened by the fact that he had a wide and comprehensive knowledge of ancient Chinese literature which had enabled him to obtain his information directly from the original Chinese writings. Dr. Yetts had devoted much time and trouble to the task and his effort had been successful. Of course Dr. Yetts had only been able to place before thern prominent ,points in the history of medicine in ancient China, and he (the President) hoped that on some future occasion Dr. Yetts would tell something more of what could be learnt -of epidemics from ancient writings in that country.
The account given by Dr. Yetts showed that Fu Hsi and his sister Niu Wa occupied places in the mythology of Ancient China that were filled by well-known deities in the mythology of other countries; but in these, three deities were united. In the ancient Egyptian mythology we found Osiris, the creator, the father; Isis, the preserver, the mother, and Horus, the destroyer of Set, the son. In India these were represented by Brahma, the creator, the father; Vishnu, the preserver, the mother, and Shiva, the transformer, the son. One wondered whether in ancient China there was a third deity -associated with the other two.
The comprehensive division of medical work laid down by the State in the Chou Ritual was interesting in showing the importance attached to medical matters. 'The first division could be compared with State medicine or public health as it was at present known. The notification of the causes of death would signify that information as to where and why deaths occurred was required probably with a view to ascertaining the influences that led to any undue mortality.
The gradation of medical practice was also of interest. Apparently in the lowest grade were those who were allowed to open abscesses. This differentiation was seen to be carried through the ages. It appeared in the history of ancient Greek medicine, whence it has been probably handed on to our country and it was in evidence until quite recent years. In 1633 when William Harvey, who first described the circulation Xof the blood, was physician to St. Bartholomew's Hospital, there were sixteen regulations as to the admission and treatment of patients and six of these defined the relation of the physician or doctor to the surgeon. The surgeon was not to give inward physic, to trepan the head, pierce the body, dismember or do any great operation on the body of any, but with the approbation and by the direction of the doctor, and he was required to declare to the doctor in the presence of the patient, "what he findeth and what he useth to every external malady." There was a note added:
The chirurgeons protest against this."
That in Ancient China doctors of the third generation were considered to have had transmitted to them from their ancestors special qualities which entitled them to a superior position in their profession, was a practical application of the doctrine of heredity which might appeal to several of us.
In many parts of the world there was evidence that from time immemorial building tools and implements had been used to point a moral, and ancient China furnished no exception to this. In the " Book of History" (Shun ching) there was the sentence: 4'Ye officers of the Government apply the compasses." In the "Great Learning," .500 B.C., it was written: "A man should abstain from doing unto others what he would not they should do unto him and this is called the principle of acting on the square." In the works of Mencius, a latinized form of Meng Tzu, who lived 372-289 Bc., and who studied under the grandson of Confucius, it was written " that men should apply the square and compasses morally to their lives, and the level and marking line besides, if they would walk in the straight and even path of wisdom and keep themselves within the bounds of honour and virtue." Also in the sixth book of his philosophy he wrote: " A master mason in teaching his apprentices makes use of the compasses and square. We who are engaged in the pursuit of wisdom must also make use of the compasses and square." It was of interest to know that in Ancient China there were in use implements that were commonly employed to-day in building operations; and that among the educated, an allegorical or symbolic meaning was. attached to them.
Dr. Yetts had said that the goblin who was specially connected with pestilence had his abode in the water of rivers; this raised the question whether the ancient Chinese associated the pollution of river-water with pestilence. The fact that 2,600 years B.C. the decadence of society was to be deplored might encourage us not to be too pessimistic concerning the society of the present day.
His Excellency CHAO-HSIN CHU (Chinese Minister) said that he was very pleased not only at being present that night on the occasion of such an instructive lecture as that to which they had just listened, but also at being able to avail himself of the opportunity of taking part in the discussion on such an interesting subject pertainingto a country which he had the honour to represent. It was, indeed, very interesting to hear that the lecturer traced back his investigations to the medicinal history of China 5,000 years ago. Chinese medicine was an art rather than a science in the old days. The ancient doctors as named by the lecturer, particularly Pien Ch'iao and Hua T'o, succeeded in curing their patients in an extraordinary way. The former was a doctor for every disease. History stated that when he travelled to Han-tan, where women were considered superior, he advertised himself as a specialist in the treatment of severe maladies affecting women. He afterwards went to Lo-yang, where aged folk were particularly respected; he made himself known there as an ophthalmic and aural doctor. Finally he moved to Hsien-yang, where children received special attention, he devoted himself to specializing in respect of children's ailments. An Imperial doctor was jealous of him and arranged for someone to assassinate him. WVith regard to Hua T'o, he (Mr. Chao-Hsin Chu) would tell the story a little differently from that as told by Dr. Yetts. According to the dynastic annals of Hou-Han, Hua T'o was engaged by Ts'ao Ts'ao to attend to him, to treat him for violent headaches. Hua T'o could not get away from such attendance for a long time. One day he was granted leave to go home for a prescription. On his arrival at home he found his wife indisposed and be had to attend to her, and was detained several days.
Ts'ao Ts'ao summoned him by several letters, but he stubbornly delayed his return. This made Ts'ao Ts'ao very angry, and Hua T'o was sent to jail and executed. Beforehe died he handed a medical book called " Green-Pocket Classic " as a present to the jailer, who dared not accept it and it was put into the fire.
From the incidents just related it would be seen that difficulties were indeed experienced in the old days in carrying on continuously the art of healing and of medical prescription. The Chinese learnt to be doctors by apprenticeship or trained themselves by reading books. However, the methods of curing various diseases had been developed in China and used for thousands of years, and hence there must be something good and worth while studying. In that connexion he would call attention to a few special points. In the first place, Chinese medicine was mainly made up of herbs. Experiments with hundreds of herbs had proved useful and a Herbal written by Sh6n Nung, and the subsequent discoveries from century to century in connexion therewith and on other lines, should be expounded and made known to the medical world of the West.
In the second place, acupuncture and cautery were very ancient arts in China, as Dr. Yetts had recognized. Under the old regime, the Imperial doctors were trained to locate the 368 spots on the body, each spot bearing a particular name. A piece of copper was prepared so as to contain all the little spots existing on the body, which was completely covered by paper. The student was trained to find out each spot, anld he threw a needle into it from a little distance.' He was not allowed to make a single mistake, and yet the space between the spots varied according to the proportions of different bodies. When a student had finished the course he was qualified to be admitted to the Imperial surgery.
Some diseases required the treatment by cautery on certain spots of the body, just as effectively as by acupuncture. Both these ancient arts were still largely practised in China, particularly in the northern provinces. He (Mr. Chao-Hsin Chu) was once personally cured by acupuncture carried out by a doctor, and he had witnessed hundreds of cases which had been successfully treated by acupuncture and cautery.
In the third place, the Chinese method of distinguishing various diseases developed internally by examining the pulse was an ancient practice, and this was still carried out by the native doctors. A distinguished medical scholar, Chang Chung-ching, of the Han -Dynasty, wrote a thesis known as " Maladies from Cold," which contained thirty-two chapters. The precepts enjoined in this masterpiece were still carefully and widely observed by the Chinese medical students, who believed in pulse examination being practical and effective.
The Chinese were very cautious about taking drugs as to the effects of which they were not very sure. Confucius taught: "Do not attempt to take medicine which is prescribed by a doctor who was not trained on the experience of at least three generations." He (Mr. Chao-Hsin Chu) had, from personal experience, great confidence in Chinese medicine. What the lecturer had told them, therefore, met with his wholehearted approval, and he would recommend Western doctors to take an interest in the medical development of the East.
Dr. MILLAIS CULPIN (speaking with a superficial knowledge of China and Chinese medicine) said that Dr. Yetts had made an excellent use of his opportunities. It was not easy to tell how much clinical observation was embodied in a form at first sight fantastic. It was possible that the demonology of ancient Chinese medicine veiled the results of clinical observation. He (Dr. Culpin) had suspected an educated Chinese of expressing bacteriological knowledge, acquired from foreign books, in terms of " devils of sickness." In spite of seemingly absurd theories the Chinese practitioner was able to recognize the pulse of high tension and give a prognosis accordingly. In his (the speaker's) experience the case reports of a native practitioner, though couched in strange terms, sometimes enabled one to reach a probable diagnosis of the nature and course of the disease. Acupuncture was employed in cases where benefit could not be expected-the veins of the arm were needled for cholera, and a strangulated hernia was made the -object of multiple punctures. On the other hand, the vigorous needling of an enlarged liver, due to a failing heart, seemed a reasonable measure; he (Dr. Culpin) had carried it out, with at least no harmful results, in the case of a patient who suggested that it should be done.
Sir E. DENISON Ross (Director of the School of Oriental Studies, London Institution) emnphasized the importance attaching to the study of Oriental literatures at first hand, notably those in Chinese and Arabic, by members of the medical profession. He said that a valuable contribution to such study had been made by Professor Browne, of Cambridge, who in addition to being Professor of Arabic, had also taken his medical degree. He also pointed out that Arabic writers on medical subjects, like the Chinese, had arrived at conclusions which were of great interest to modern men of science, and that a debt of gratitude was owing to the Arabs for having kept alive the best products of Greek medical science during the long interval which separated the epoch of Greek learning from the Renaissance.
